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The article presents ﬁndings from a longitudinal study (1993e2014) examining how ex-teachers, who
were perceived as “skilled” during teacher training, describe their paths out of the profession and dis-
cussing the possibility of retaining or re-recruiting teachers in - or back to - the occupation. The result
emphasizes teacher attrition as a process related to identity-making within the interrelation between
opportunity structures and individuals' frames of reference. Findings indicate that leavers with broader
frames of references and images of themselves not attuned to apprehended professional identity are
more likely to leave the profession.
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).1. Introduction
Providing skilled teachers to all students has become a world-
wide quest. According to Unesco (2009), half of the world's coun-
tries need to expand their teaching forces in order to be able to
enroll all primary school-age children by 2015. The largest shortage
of teachers can be found in developing countries, but there are also
growing gaps in Western countries, such as the USA, Ireland, Spain
and Sweden (Unesco, 2009). According to Swedish statistics, the
educational system will lack roughly 22 000 teachers, approxi-
mately 20% of the teaching workforce, by 2020 (Statistics Sweden,
2012; Swedish National Agency for Higher Education, 2012).
The most common measure to overcome the shortage of
teachers is to increase efforts to recruit new teachers to the pro-
fession. However, results from studies on large quantitative data.
Ltd. This is an open access article usets indicate that the major problem is not a shortage of teachers
coming into the system, the real problem seems to be that many of
the newly graduated choose not to enter teaching at all (Luekens,
Lyter, & Fox, 2004), or leave after just a few years (Cooper &
Alvarado, 2006; Ingersoll, 2003). These results hint at a different
kind of remedy. The alternative is a more efﬁcient strategy in
retaining and supporting active teachers, or in making qualiﬁed
teachers, who quit or never started teaching, return to the profes-
sion. The potential of re-recruiting the “leavers” in order to ﬁll the
teaching gap is, at least on a statistical level, promising. In Sweden,
there were 235 878 teachers (including pre-school teachers)
working in schools in the year 2010 (Swedish Government, 2010).
Compared to the number of graduated teachers at that time, one
can logically conclude that 37 500 of the graduated (16%) were
working outside the educational system. If these “missing teachers”
were re-recruited to the teaching profession they would, to a large
extent, ﬁll the future shortage of teachers.
Results from research on teacher attrition are generally drawn
from wide target populations, producing general descriptions on ander the CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
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process (Hodkinson, 2008; Schaefer, Downey, & Clandinin, 2014).
However, in the present article we will present ﬁndings from a
unique longitudinal study, carried out over two decades, in which
teacher attrition have been examined from the standpoint of
teachers who have left the occupation and established themselves
in new careers. The main intention is to inquire into how teachers
construct meaning in the description of their paths out of the
profession. How do they, in the actual moment and retrospectively,
describe their decisions to leave and the circumstances that
affected their decisions? With this in mind, we want to discuss the
possibility of retaining or re-recruiting teachers in - or back to - the
occupation. Could anything have made them stay? Would it be
possible to make them return?
Teacher attrition is, needless to say, inevitable. And not all of it is
necessarily harmful. Many new teachers leave the occupation
because they simply do not master it (Fontaine, Kane, Duquette, &
Savoie-Zajc, 2012). Consequently, research in teachers' retention
and recruitment should also consider the question of teacher
quality. Such studies are, for different reasons, scarce (Guarino,
Santibanez, & Daley, 2006). In the present study, however, we
have tried to spot the most skilled among the leavers allowing in-
dicators on teacher quality during teacher preparation to guide us
in the selection of informants. These indicators are of course only
one of many, on how to pinpoint teacher quality. Nevertheless, it
gives us an opportunity to study teacher attrition and re-recruiting
in relation to notions of teacher quality and to discuss whether it is
possible to “rekindle” these “faded stars”?
2. Literature review e framing the research problem
Attrition rates in developed countries vary. In Germany and
France, less than 5% of teachers leave school within the ﬁrst ﬁve
years, while comparable rates from the USA and the UK are 30e50%
(Cooper & Alvarado, 2006). The annual attrition of American
teachers increased by 41% from 1987 to 2008 (Ingersoll & Merrill,
2012). The same pattern can be found in Sweden, where an
increased attrition rate can be discerned over the last 30 years. The
average frequency of leavers among Swedish teachers was doubled
during the 1980s and 1990s, and has continued to grow ever since.
In international research on who leaves, why they leave and
what kind of schools they leave, some general trends can be dis-
cerned. Results from studies on US teacher attrition (Borman &
Dowling, 2008; Ingersoll, 2001; Luekens et al., 2004) suggest that
those who are more likely to be “leavers” are female, white, mar-
ried, working within special education, math or science. The
schools they are leaving are often urban or suburban with high
enrollments of poor, minority and low-achieving students. This
pattern is also indicated in studies on teacher attrition and turnover
in OECD member countries (OECD, 2005). Studies have also shown
that approximately 25% of leavers at some time return to the pro-
fession (Authors, 2014; Borman& Dowling, 2008; DeAngelis, 2013).
These teachers often re-enter schools that are similar in terms of
student and teacher characteristics, to those that they have left,
primarily large schools in urban and suburban areas (DeAngelis,
2013). Beaudin (2008) claims that the returning teachers are less
qualiﬁed and that they are characterized by having more limited
employment prospects outside education than the ex-teachers
who did not return.
There is some evidence that pay matters in teachers' decisions
to stay or leave (Johnson, Berg, & Donaldson, 2005; Kyriacou, Kunc,
Stephens, & Hultgren, 2003) but contextual factors within schools,
such as lack of support from administrators, student discipline is-
sues and lack of input and decision-making power seem to play a
larger role (Borman & Dowling, 2008; Kyriacou et al., 2003). High-ranking contextual reasons for leaving schools are described as
inappropriate or unmanageable assignments, accountability pres-
sures and paperwork (Johnson et al., 2005). In a Swedish survey of
teachers' working conditions (Statistics Sweden, 2005), the re-
spondents retrospectively ranked opportunities to ﬁnd other work,
no prolongation of present work, poor psychosocial working
environment and low pay as the most common reasons for leaving.
Some studies suggest that teacher attrition is related to expec-
tancies and motivations for entering teaching (Hobson et al., 2009,
Watt & Richardson, 2012; Watt et al., 2012). Findings indicate that
positive prior teaching and learningmotivation related signiﬁcantly
positively to planned persistence. Hence, individual expectancies
that are not realized in a particular school context will have a
negative impact on professional satisfaction. In a longitudinal study
of 156 teachers, Wilhelm, Dewhurst-Savellis and Parker (2000)
found that those who leave the profession express a more negative
image of it before entering, than thosewho stay. On the basis of this
result, they discuss whether factors that can be connected to
working conditions may matter less than previously thought in
cases of teachers quitting.
Previous research has focusedmore on the factors that affect the
decision to leave teaching rather than following the teachers'
routes into new professional careers. However, we know that some
of the leavers conceptualize teaching as an “exploratory career”
(Rinke, 2013, s. 98). They try out teaching but ultimately leave the
classroom for, what they perceive as, a more desirable career.
Although this shift in career trajectory can involve high ﬁnancial,
professional and personal costs for the individual, we also know
that teachers who leave are generally satisﬁed with their decision
(a.a.). Few consider their new circumstances inferior, even those
whose salary is lower than before they left teaching. They often
demonstrate an on-going or newfound dedication or passion in
their new profession (Buchanan, 2009), and also bring their
teaching expertise for the beneﬁt of others in other professional
areas (Brownell, Smith, & McNellis, 1997; Rinke, 2013). “The skills
and attributes of teaching are highly transferable and highly valued
by employers in other professions” (Buchanan, 2009, p. 35).
3. Theoretical framework
Much of the research in the area appears to identify the issue of
teacher attrition, and consequently the suggestions for solving the
problem, as either connected to individual or contextual factors
(Rinke, 2007; Schaefer, Long, & Clandinin, 2012). Some recent
studies have, however, begun to conceptualize teacher attrition as
part of an identity-making process in which individual and
contextual factors are integrated and negotiated (Clandinin,
Downey, & Huber, 2009; Craig, 2014; Flores & Day, 2006; Rinke,
2013). Flores and Day (2006) deﬁne identity as “an on-going and
dynamic process which entails the making sense and (re)inter-
pretation of one's own values and experiences” (p. 220). Identity,
they write, is something that teachers use to justify, explain and
make sense of themselves in relation to the context. Teachers'
professional identity is thus a more or less conscious apprehension
of ‘me as practicing a profession’. It is about connecting the de-
mands of the profession to your own self-understanding
(Kelctermans, 2009). Prospective teachers bring with them earlier
experiences of, and ideas on, what teaching is and should be, when
they enter the ﬁeld. Becoming a teacher is about “combining parts
of their past…with pieces of their present” (Feiman-Nemser, 2001,
p. 1029). But it is also about preparing for the future. The making of
career decisions involves what Merton (1957) originally named
anticipatory socialization. The concept describes a process of
identiﬁcation, which includes preparing for a coming professional
membership by adopting attitudes and values that are
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Broadening the research area to general studies on professional
careers gives us some theoretical perspectives in alignment with,
and in extension to, attrition as an identity-making process. The life
course perspective (Elder, 1975; Elder, Kirkpatrick Johnson, &
Crosnoe, 2003; Giele &Elder, 1998; Zittoun, 2009) makes it
possible to study the interrelations between structural frames for
the profession and characteristics of the individual. A professional
career can, in this perspective, be seen as a process in which indi-
vidual choices are the results of the interaction between individual
dispositions and the social, cultural and economic context over
time. Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) offer a theory of career
decision-making, blending social factors with personal choices and
merging individual preferences with opportunity structures. The
theory, drawing on Bourdieu's ideas, describes a person's career as
the interrelations between pragmatic decision-making, choices as
interactions within a ﬁeld, and choices within a life course. Career
decision-making is thus seen as pragmatic, rather than systematic.
Decisions are based on “frames of reference” (a.a., p. 33) located in
the familiar and known. This way, decision-making can be under-
stood as context-related, tightly connected to the individuals'
family backgrounds, cultures and life histories (Goodson & Sikes,
2001). The interrelation between opportunity structures of the la-
bor market and the individuals' frames of references gives ”hori-
zons of actions” (a.a. p. 34) that affect decisions of what may be
imaginable, possible and reasonable.
Hodkinson and Sparkes (a.a.), as well as Goodson (1991), further
argue that career development can be seen as series of turning
points or critical incidents, which occur when an individual has to
take stock, re-evaluate, revise and re-judge. At a turning point every
career decision is pragmatic, rational and embedded in the strug-
gles and negotiations of the relevant (professional) ﬁeld. Turning-
points and career choices are not linear processes. They are
messy, rather than straightforward. They can be instant in a one-off
situation or they can be integral parts of living and consequently
drawn-out over time.4. The study
The present study is based on data from a longitudinal project,
where we have had the unique opportunity to follow an entire
cohort of 87 teachers, 63women and 24men, from their graduation
in 1993 and through their following 22 years in working life, up to
the present (Authors, 2014). The data of the ﬁrst 15 years was
collected through semi-structured questionnaires, exchanged be-
tween them and their former lecturer at teacher education. After
her retirement we inherited the material and continued to gather
data once a year. The duration of the study gives opportunities to
study teacher attrition in a long term perspective, which is a rare
contribution to research in the area (Schaefer et al., 2012). All re-
spondents attended a 3,5 year program and were, after graduation,
certiﬁcated to teach languages/social science or mathematics/nat-
ural sciences in primary and secondary school.
The longitudinal data has been collected with help of surveys,
distributed on 11 occasions. The material is especially unique since
the response rate is extremely high (Table 1). The informants have
e regardless of whether they have been on sick leave, parental
leave or just have quit teaching e continued to answer ourTable 1
Response rates.
Year 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997
Response rate 100 100 100 100 100questions.
The response rate for the year 2012 is a bit deceiving. After
receiving the responses to the survey we contacted (by phone)
those who had not answered, and in this way received additional
data on some issues. For example, whether they were still working
as teachers. The actual response rate for speciﬁc questions is
therefore 95% for 2012. The purpose of the questionnaires can be
described as general and the type of questionnaires can be labeled
as semi-structured (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011). In later
surveys, a few more structured and closed questionnaire items,
generated by answers from previous open questions, have been
included.
The informants have e in all surveys e reported, and com-
mented upon, if they work as teachers, where they work and what
kind of work they are doing (including non-teaching work). In
survey 1e4, 6 and 9e11 they have also described experiences of,
and expectations on, their work as teachers. In later questionnaires
some retrospective information about their career trajectories has
been gathered (see Appendix A).
In order to describe and understand teachers' paths out of the
profession we have combined longitudinal data from the surveys
with retrospective data from follow-up interviews with the leavers,
conducted in the spring of 2014. The selection of informants for the
follow-up interviews was not only based on individuals leaving
teaching, we have also used information on perceived “skill” during
teacher training. Information on the perceived teaching qualities of
the former students has been obtained by a) comparing their
grades to those of the other students in the cohort (all courses in
their teacher education were graded as “pass” or “fail”. None of the
selected has any noted failing grades.) and b) interviewing their
university teacher. The teacher who initiated the study and
continued to gather data for the ﬁrst 15 years was also the teacher
who taught the classes most frequently in their last year of teacher
training.
I taught these students. I had them in mathematics and special
education. These courses were placed late in their education e I
guess it was their last semester… and that was when you sort of
… got it all together. On top of that I was the director of studies
as it was called at the time and my job was all about being the
person they could go and talk to… many of them did that for a
number of reasons… so you could say I knew them quite well.
(Teacher educator).
She also frequently visited and assessed all the students during
their student-teaching periods. The assessments were based upon
centrally formulated criteria for teaching competence and resulted
in written evaluation reports, which unfortunately no longer are
within reach as physical artefacts. However, she remembers the
students, as well as the assessments she made, well:
I often visited them on in-service training… assessed them and
…when there were any problems I had to give them another go
and then I visited them again. So I handled a lot of the prob-
lematic cases e and I remember “the stars” vividly. (Teacher
educator).
We are aware that, from a positivistic perspective, the real or1998 2000 2008 2012 2013 2014
99 93 85 83 (95) 86 86
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tioned, but we consider the remarks from the former teacher
educator as credible statements when selecting informants who
have been perceived as skillful, at least during their time in teacher
education. These statements are based on a long experience of
teaching, as she has been a teacher in compulsory school for 19
years and at teacher education for 25 years. She could easily
remember them all since she had followed them ﬁrst during
teacher training, and then during their ﬁrst 15 years after
graduation.
Altogether, 23 of the 87 were described as “skilled” and nine of
these individuals had left teaching in the spring of 2014 (See
Table 2).
To further validate the skillfulness of the nine “leavers” we have
tried to identify indicators of “success” or “competence” in their
responses from the questionnaires. Four of them have left teaching
but are still working in the compulsory educational system as
principals or directors of school administration. Of the remaining
ﬁve all but one (who left teaching after just two years) have had
similar positions and commissions of trust while working as
teachers (e.g. local manager, president of the local or regional
teacher union, representative for the school's international re-
lations), which may be interpreted as an effect of teacher skill.
These ﬁve stood out as highly relevant informants, since they were
leavers, had left the compulsory educational system, had shown
indicators of competence and/or were remembered by their former
teacher educator as having extraordinary skills (Table 3).
Interviews were conducted with the ﬁve informants and
thereafter integrated with the longitudinal data and transcribed as
cases. In the case studies, we have used an interpretivist approach
to research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), focusing on the meaning that
individuals construct in relation to their personal and professional
lives and trying to get beyond the “elevator stories” (Schaefer et al.,
2014), the short and social acceptable stories that allow individuals
to explain and justify their exit from teaching in only two senten-
ces. Hence, the interview questions have centered on the interac-
tion between the informants' life experiences, workplace contexts
and career choices through the lens of identity-making. The case
study data was analyzed using theoretical constructs as well as
concepts emerging from the informants.
Three of the ﬁve teachers' careers are depicted in more detail in
this article (“Maria”, “Lisa” and “Britt”) while essential features in
the careers of the remaining two teachers (“Anders” and “Anna”)
are described brieﬂy. The purpose is to, within the limited space of
an article text, provide three information-rich cases that intensely,
and in relation to the theoretical framework (cf. “theoretical sam-
pling”, Glaser & Strauss, 1967), can illuminate the questions under
study (Patton, 1980) while simultaneously carry out a cross-case
analysis in which all ﬁve cases are included, in order to identify
and discuss crucial determinants and crosscutting patterns
(Robson, 2007; Rots, Kelchtermans, & Aelterman, 2012).5. Results
The teachers in the cohort made their entrance into the teaching
profession while cutbacks in teaching positions were launched in
Sweden. The number of positions decreased steadily until 1997,Table 2
Stayers and leavers among ”the skilled”.
Stayers Leavers Missing Total
“The skilled” 13 9 1 23when there was a rapid increase in the number of pupils in the
nine-year compulsory school, which contributed to municipalities
employing more teachers. The number of teachers in schools in-
creases until 2005, when there are new cutbacks in teaching
positions.
85% of the cohort started working as teachers already during
their ﬁrst year after graduation. This increases to 94% after two
years. However, after this we ﬁnd a negative trend and at year 5
only 72% of the students in the cohort report that they are active as
teachers. If parental leave is excluded (95% of Swedish women re-
turn to their employment after maternal leave) the number in-
creases to 87% (Authors, 2014). 21 years after graduation 62% of the
cohort conﬁrm that they are still working as teachers. If we take a
look at the attrition rate of the teachers within the cohort whowere
perceived as “stars” the following picture emerges (Table 4):
As shown in the table, twice as many (41%) of the “skilled”,
compared to the rest of the cohort (20%), have left the profession.
Do expectations prior to entering teaching affect attrition? In
the survey before graduation in 1993 the informants were asked to
answer the question: What expectations do you have on your future
job? The result can be divided into three general categories: pre-
dominantly positive expectations, predominantly negative or no
expectations, and answers reﬂecting both these types, what we
have chosen to call mixed expectations.
Of the 87 who have answered the question, 9% have ”predom-
inantly negative, no, or low expectations” on their future profes-
sion. Among the eight student teachers who claim to have lowor no
expectations on teaching, we can only ﬁnd four working as teachers
in 2012. The other four have left teaching e all of them within 5
years. The percentage of discontinuation is thus 50 in this group,
while it is 10% in the group expressing “mixed expectations” before
graduation, and 30% in the group expressing predominantly posi-
tive expectations. Our numerically limited material does not permit
any statistically valid analyses of connection, but it is possible to
discuss a trend. Having mixed, pragmatic, expectations on one's
future profession seems to be the most persevering approach in
this perspective (see also Wilhelm et al., 2000). However, our ﬁve
cases do not follow this pattern. “Maria”, “Lisa” and “Anna”, who
had mixed expectations left already within the ﬁrst ﬁve years,
while “Britt” and “Anders” who had predominantly positive ex-
pectations stayed in the occupation for a longer period.
It's hard to tell. I really haven't got any expectations…Maybe it's
just as well? (“Lisa”, survey 1993).
Many! I expect many happy moments, hard work, nice students
and a work in constant change. (“Britt”, survey 1993).5.1. “Maria”
Shewas a very, very talented girlYes, a sort of…A proper natural
talent when it came to teaching and handling kids. Yes, very,
very talented… Nowadays, she sells camper vans and caravans.
But it's a shame. We would like her back in school. (Teacher
educator).5.1.1. The career process
“Maria” was 19 years old when she started teacher training.
Already during the last semester she says that she does not know if
she really wanted to become a teacher ”but I liked children a lot so I
took the chance” (survey,1993). In a later interview, she admits that
she would rather have chosen an education within economy or
Table 3
Characteristics of the sample.
Age at teacher graduation Years in teaching before leaving New career
”Maria” 23 4 Own business, sells camper vans
“Lisa” 24 2 Web-designer, websites for children
“Britt” 25 7 Sales and marketing in a vocational college
“Anders” 42 1 year in compulsory school þ14 years in elective school forms, primarily with adults Working with housing for refugee children
“Anna” 24 5 Secretary at the local teacher union
Table 4
Stayers and leavers, 2014, in relation to perceived skill during teacher education.
Stayers Leavers Missing Total
“The stars” 13 9 1 23
Rest of the cohort 41 10 13 64
Total 54 19 14 87
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largely on her mother, who was a teacher. She got encouraged by
her mother to apply to teacher education after high school.
Mostly I had thought of becoming a tour leader… . back then…
But she thought it was stupid. It's much better to study! And
then… teacher… yes, why not… maybe… so… but it would
probably have been better to take that year to think about what I
really wanted… (Interview, 2014).
When she looks back at her choice of education she admits that
the choice did not cohere with the image she had of herself. ”I am
probably more of an entrepreneur. Want to do something for
myself, kind of.” If she had not chosen teacher education directly
after high school, she would probably have chosen to start working
with tourism, something which was closer to her father's profes-
sion. At that time, he owned ﬁve camping sites.
Already before she ﬁnished teacher training she applied for a
teaching position in a small village, in an area in the northmidlands
of Sweden, famous for its great skiing. She thinks that it will suit
her. ”I love beautiful nature and to go skiing” (survey, 1993). The
area was well known to her from before. Her dad owned a camping
site nearby and she had been up skiing several times before. In the
beginning of this period, she lived in the village and commuted
twenty miles to work. However, some time after, due to ﬁnancial
reasons, she moved to a holiday house that her dad owned and
which wasmore solitarily situated. To live alone in a desolated area,
without social contact with other people, was something she found
hard.
And then … and then it was … you easily got cabin fever. So I
drove twenty miles every day without seeing a single house…
nothing … the whole way there and back without seeing any-
thing … then I really got cabin fever and thought it was
extremely hard. (Interview, 2014).
Her feelings of desolation and loneliness were not improved by
her having difﬁculties in identifying with the locals. Her image of
the people in the area was not in accordance with the picture she
got from earlier skiing holidays.
… those who stay up there… they are maybe not those…. Most
of them have moved away. So … then there are those who are
still here… they are not really the skiers who stay there during
winter … but these people were those who … worked as lum-
berjacks and such … so … have had difﬁculties themselves in
school… so that was… very hard, I thought. (Interview, 2014).After a few years, she also became local manager at the school
and administrator of childcare, in addition to her job as a teacher. As
it was a very small village school, she had only one colleague. In the
survey from 1996 she tells us that although she learns a lot fromher
colleague and really appreciates his help, she misses working in a
team. She also experiences that being a teacher in the village in-
cludes an identity she is not comfortable with.
It's about…when one is ”the village teacher” kind of… then it is
… you have plenty of eyes watching you and it takes a lot to
achieve… to be… this old fashioned way of looking at things…
that existed up there. (Interview, 2014).
Finally, it gets too lonely. After three years on the post, she de-
cides to quit and move to a “more civilized area” (survey, 1997), the
capital of Sweden, Stockholm.
I wanted to seemore people… I would have died otherwise. You
can survive a certain amount of days without water, a certain
amount of days without food and then there are a certain
amount of days one can survive without social contact as well…
(Interview, 2014).
In Stockholm, she gets a post at a big school in the suburbs. She
becomes a teacher of a ﬁrst grade class. Although she now lives in a
big city and works at a big school with many students and col-
leagues, she still experiences some kind of loneliness.
It was very lonely there as well. I was in a ﬁrst grade class there.
And … I did not think that… I think that teachers … well, one
can surely be lucky and end up in a good place… otherwise it is
very lonely. Teachers are very special. It was very anonymous.
No one ever asked what you had been doing that weekend or
what you are going to do … No one really cares. (Interview,
2014).
She soon gets tired of her situation and starts applying for other
jobs. Other teaching jobs are however not in question. She expe-
riences teaching as ”too decent” for her (survey, 2001). She does not
feel any sense of community with her colleagues and wants to be in
a job with, what she refers to as ”normal colleagues, where grown
ups are a bit more fun” (survey, 2008).
I just felt that I wanted a normal job. As a normal receptionist or
something… And that's when I started applying for such jobs”.
(Interview, 2014).
But during the application process, she realizes that it will not be
easy. Her thoughts about teacher education as a broad education,
that may enable employment within other sectors, are disproved.
But then I realized that you cannot become anything! Because
no one will have use of me knowing the multiplication table.
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(Survey, 2008)
It ends with her moving back to her place of birth/place of ed-
ucation. She now works at her father's camping site while she
studies computer knowledge (getting a computing diploma). After
one year, she got a teaching position in adult education, a job that
shemore easily could identify with. ”Workingwith grown-ups suits
me much better” (survey, 2001). Meanwhile, she keeps working at
the camping site. After a year she becomes CEO of the camping site
and starts her own business where she sells camper vans. Her own
business demands a huge effort during many years. It is grueling,
but at the same time rewarding. She experiences that she has
ﬁnally found her place, that she more easily can identify with the
position she nowadays holds. ”The business world suits me much
better” and that the work makes her engaged ”At least I now do
something which I am committed to” (survey, 2008). When asked if
there is anything that would make her return to teaching she says:
“If the adults in school would be more fun … and I know what I
would do… I'd like to be a teacher in entrepreneurial training! That
would suit me.” (From interview, 2014).
5.2. “Lisa”
She was also a very talented girl, but unfortunately, she is doing
other things after just a couple of years … That's a shame,
because she was talented. (Teacher educator).
5.2.1. The career process
“Lisa”was 20 years old when she started her teacher training. At
the end of her studies, she describes her view of teachers' work as a
”profession for the future” (survey, 1993). She is attracted to the
profession, as she ”likes to organize” (survey, 1993). However, in a
follow-up interview she tells that what made her choose the edu-
cationwas the fact that both her parents were teachers and that she
experienced their work as rather fun. ”It is a funworld”. At the same
time, she noted expectations from her closest surroundings, about
her choosing teacher education. Already during teacher training,
she showed doubts about her choice of education. ”Quite soon I felt
that this might not be entirely right” (survey, 1994). However, she
ﬁnished her education. A contributing factor in this was ”that other
people should not be disappointed” (interview, 2014). After grad-
uation she applied for a few teaching posts, without getting them.
Her interest in getting a job as a teacher was, however, not very
strong.
I cannot say I've strainedmyself toomuch getting a teaching job,
when I, at the job interviews, felt that this was not entirely right.
(Survey, 1994)
Before teacher training she worked hours at a telephone com-
pany, which she continued doing after the ﬁrst year of her educa-
tion. During that time she says that she ”wonder what I will dowith
my life”. 20 years later, when “Lisa” speaks about this period she
states that there were personal reasons for her ambivalence. She
says that she had an internal fear of the profession. Her mum
passed away right before “Lisa” was about to start her teacher ed-
ucation. She was a well known teacher personality and was highly
committed to her work. “Lisa” had experienced a lot from the
“inside” of her mother's teaching.
I was always with my mum in school. It was the only thing she
lived for. She had her pupils at our house during summer, toread, so that they would not lose their reading skills. It was all
about the teaching profession. (Interview, 2014).
The death of her mother, connected to her mother's strong
identity as a teacher, made “Lisa” avoid school.
That hit me quite hard and … things that she had said … the
whole teacher profession, every school and every corridor
reminded me a lot of her. It was probably a psychological factor
to mewhich I did not understand back then, but do now, when I
look back at it. I think that it was too hard for me then, so I
literally avoided it. I tried to ﬁnd loads of other reasons instead
of really trying to understand the real reason. (Interview, 2014).
Despite this, she tried to work as a teacher the second year after
graduation from teacher education. She moved to Stockholm and
substituted at a few schools for a year. However, quite soon she
experienced that she ”ended up in the wrong place” (interview,
2014). She especially mentions a determining occasion at one
school. The colleagues at the school commented on how she spent
too much of break time in the school yard, together with the pupils,
instead of associating with the colleagues in the teachers' staff
room. The perceived ”reprimand” made her realize that it “will be
hard to ﬁnd schools with creative colleagues who are committed to
the schools and pupils andwant to develop ideas”. Even though she
worked at several schools “there was no place that was like… like I
had dreamed of” (survey, 2012). In a later interview she tells that
the reason why she gave up teaching was that her ambition to be
with the children was not appreciated among colleagues, but she
adds that the one thing that made her make the decision was a
feeling of not being able to be a ”grown-up”.
To not talk about children, all the time. Andwith teachers, which
is often the case … talking about pupils and situations … And
that's when I felt, no, I want to have a grown-up life… So maybe
it was not the work in itself but the company … who you are
associating with. To be able to be yourself as a private individual
and not have to label yourself and… (Interview, 2014).
She admits that she has problems ﬁtting into the teacher role,
and that this makes her unhappy.
I don't feel good in the role as teacher … I want to be happy
because that is when I can bring happiness to others. I cannot do
that as a teacher. Unfortunately! (Survey, 1996)
Immediately when she left teaching and swapped to journalism,
she got the experience of feeling more ”at home”. ”I got to use
another part of myself… that ﬁt me better back then”. Maybe the
new choice of profession was inﬂuenced by her mother's expecta-
tions? The letter where she tells us that she has started a journalist
education ends with:
When I was six years old, I got a typewriter as a Christmas
present. The rhyme mymother wrote back then still ﬁts: “Till en
liten f€orfattarinna, somvill så mycket hinna…” (Translation: “To
my little author, who wants to do so much…”) (Survey, 1995)
20 years after ﬁnishing her teacher training, she still works in
media and journalism, and appreciates her professional life. Still,
she says that she is committed to school. She has participated in
starting a dyslexic association. She is in the board and engages a lot
in the work of the association. ”I engage in this so much that it is
probably not good for my heart”. Although she likes her current job,
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school.
I often think that I should do something else… something else
so that you can… something that is connected to school. That's
a bit of a dream. But I have not yet ﬁgured out what that ought to
be. (Interview, 2014).
5.3. “Britt”
I remember her verywell, verywell. Therewere a fewwho had a
lot of fun together and she was the girl in that group. It was
mostly guys … She was talented. Very forward. But she was
talented, very talented. (Teacher educator).
5.3.1. The career process
Britt started teacher training when shewas 21 years old. She had
difﬁculties stating any speciﬁc reason why she started teacher
training. She applied to other educations, to which she was how-
ever not accepted. She was interested in studying psychology but
her grades were not good enough to be accepted to psychology
studies. To begin teacher training appeared as a sufﬁcient enough
alternative, andmoving to another place to educate herself was still
a choice to do something. ”I did not always want to become a
teacher, instead it was more like ‘what should I do?’ ”. Straight after
the education she started working as a teacher in the same town as
her teacher education. As it was difﬁcult to become permanently
employed at schools in the town and as shemissed a social network
she decided, already after half a year, to move back to her home-
town. She immediately got a job as class teacher in primary school.
The year after, she continued to work at the same school. She got
permanently employed as teacher of a ﬁrst year class and seems to
enjoy teaching and the teacher role.
Earlier on I have said that year 4e6wasmy place in life, but after
one year in a ﬁrst year class, primary school feels brilliant!
(Survey, 1996)
When she talks retrospectively about her teacher work she
claims that the job in many ways was proﬁtable and that she most
of the time liked being a teacher. However, she felt the high de-
mands that were put on her work and experienced a feeling of
insufﬁciency. ”I loved being a teacher, but I did not love the de-
mands.” After 6 years at the school something happened. She got a
”challenging” class with pupils who are in big need of help. How-
ever, the biggest problem she experienced was the parents - or
more correctly - one parent in the class.
There was one parent who was…Well, I still feel this terrifying
heartbeat if I think I spot her, because she was absolutely hor-
rible… She called at 9 pm and screamed inmy ear and it went…
Well, this turned everything around… And I think she was the
reason why I ﬁnally lost everything and became a bad teacher
and decided to …When it happened I just felt that I could not
stand in front of a class (Interview, 2014).
The parent was very provocative and became the deciding factor
in why Britt ”lose myself kind of”. She therefore asked for leave of
absence in February, to look for another job at another school. But
in May she got a stress reaction and went on sick leave, never to
return to teaching. In a follow up interview, Britt states that the
situation with the parent made her realize how exposed one is as ateacher, how acceptable it is to criticize teachers, as well as how
difﬁcult she herself ﬁnds taking such criticism. She also experi-
enced that as a teacher one often stands alone in such situations.
There was no support given to her by the school management,
neither did her colleagues support her. ”I had to bear it without
anyone …”
No one stood up for me in these meetings because they thought,
and I found out afterwards… that they thought it was so absurd.
(… ) Principals do not always defend their teachers. They are so
anxious about the parents' reactions.” (Interview, 2014).
After the summer, she got an administrative job at an education
company. Leaving school and teaching was something she experi-
enced as a liberation. ”I just walked around laughing. I thought it
was so much fun.” Two years after, she got the possibility of
working as an educational consultant within sales and communi-
cation. However, after ten years, the employment lapsed and Britt
became unemployed. During unemployment she tried to substitute
as a teacher at a school. She felt, though, that she had lost faith in
herself as a teacher and that she still experienced discomfort about
ending up in exposed situations.
I still had it in me a bit, that I thought it was so uncomfortable, to
feel that if I had to work as a teacher, well those phone calls, too
(she takes a deep breath in a gesture of panic) always. It is al-
ways there. (Interview, 2014).
However, four months after, she got a new job at a vocational
college within sales and marketing, where she still works today.
Though she likes her job, she misses certain parts when she com-
pares it to teaching, above all the absence of being able to “make a
difference”. In her work as a teacher, she could feel that her actions
could be determining in the continuation of children's lives. Today,
to still experience that feeling, she works non-proﬁtably, taking
calls from children on a telephone helpline.5.4. Paths out of the profession e a cross-case analysis
5.4.1. Career decisions as identity-making …
Out of the career stories we can conclude that career decisions
are deeply embedded in the identity-making processes of in-
dividuals (Flores & Day, 2006). This becomes particularly visible in
the stories of “Maria” and “Lisa”, but is also apparent in the other
cases. By way of life a sense of identity has evolved through inter-
action with signiﬁcant others. “Maria” emphasizes an entrepre-
neurial identity, like her father, and “Lisa” is strongly inﬂuenced by
the way her mother was teaching. “Anders”, who lost his father at
an early age, describes his teacher identity in relation to this loss.
I was acting as a substitute dad. They gathered around me like
bees around a honey pot. It felt incredibly meaningful …
(Interview, 2014).
Identity, the image of yourself, seems to be closely connected to
professional identity. If the demands of the profession do not
correspond to the individual professional identity, the individual
has to reconstruct his/her identity (a.a.) or, as in Maria's and Lisa's
cases, leave the profession. The same goes for Anders. They all tell
us that they experience a feeling of not ﬁtting in (Long et al., 2012).
The teaching role seems to be too narrow. They describe “spoiled”
or “subversive identities” (MacLure, 1993, p. 316e317), a sense of
alienation from the values and practices of their institution.
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was so… exhausted. I lost my motivation. Finally I was only an
administrator of my class (Interview, 2014, “Anders”)
“Maria” and “Lisa” claim feelings of being shut in, of constrain-
ing oneself to appear well behaved and tidy. Important in their
decisions to leave or stay seems to be how they compare them-
selves to their teacher colleagues. Instead of letting their identities
be reconstructed by school culture they dissociate themselves from
their colleagues, deﬁning their workmates as different. They do not
want to socialize with teachers out of school and they characterize
teachers as a group, as boring. “Anders” story also indicates that
teacher identity is associated with dullness (cf. a.a.). When asked
what has been the most negative about teaching the ﬁrst six years
he replies:
That colleagues are so slow (Survey, 2000).
When ﬁnally leaving the profession and entering into new ca-
reers all ﬁve more or less describe a feeling of relief (cf. Buchanan,
2012). It seems as if they all tend to move to new contexts and
colleagues that are more in line with their views of themselves.
“Anders” explains what it is like to work with refugees:
It is fantastic. I canmake a tremendous effort for these children. I
can make them grow and I can get the support I need …
(Interview, 2014).5.4.2. … within frames of reference and horizons of actions …
In all ﬁve cases the data evidently shows that their career de-
cisions seem to be inseparable from their family backgrounds and
life histories. Decisions seem to be based on information located in
the familiar and the known, on their frames of reference
(Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997). “Anna's” mother is a dedicated
teacher and her father is a well-known principal in the region.
Dad has been a principal and I have enjoyed the beneﬁts of that
…Howdo you look upon this as an employer? Of course this has
given me a lot (… ) I became chairman of the local union only
because that gave me access to the chief of educational
administration. I could inﬂuence the … try to ensure that …
based on the ideas I had about education (Interview, 2014,
“Anna”).
In the case of “Maria” we can see how her career decisions have
been bounded, as well as opened up, by her frames of reference. She
was encouraged by her mother, who was a teacher, to apply for
teacher training. She decides to move to a region of Sweden, which
she is familiar with and in which her father is running a business.
After her decision to end her teaching career, she moves back to her
hometown and ends up in her father's business, selling camper
vans.
The underlying causes of “Lisa's” career trajectory showa similar
pattern. Both her parents are teachers, and it is easy to spot the
inﬂuence her mother's life as a teacher has had on her decision to
enter teacher training. Tragically, her mother's death is an equally
strong inﬂuential factor in “Lisa's” way out of teaching, or more
accurately, in “Lisa's” decision to never seriously enter into teach-
ing. Even in her decision to start a new career as a journalist, one
can discern how her mother's expectations have prevailed. The
death of a parent is also decisive in “Anders” choice to enter
teaching and for the construction of his teacher identity.
The study also indicates that their career decisions cannot solelybe explained by how theymake use of their frames of reference.We
can see that structural conditions have had an impact on their
choice to leave teaching (and hence, on the eventual choice of
returning). In fact, there seems to be interplay between the two that
gives perceptions of what might be imaginable, possible and
reasonable. In Anna's case the opportunity structures are related to
her family situation.
I was offered a job as principal. They beggedme. The head of the
education ofﬁce and the school administrator. I was there for an
interview but it was too far from home and I … Had it been
closer… I was really excited to try it. I was about to… But I had
small children and 50 miles … It was too tough. But I have
thought a lot about it … (Interview, 2014).
Maria's decisions to move, ﬁrst to a village school in the back-
country of Sweden, and then to a big school in the capital of Swe-
den, were inﬂuenced by her frames of reference but also by the
opportunity structures of the labor market. At that time, there was
a reduction of teaching posts in Sweden. It was hard for a newly
graduated teacher to get a permanent job, with the exception of
certain rural areas and big cities. This could also be the reason
behind Britt's decision to move back to her hometown (the third
largest city in Sweden) and for Lisa's decision to move to the capital
of Sweden in order to try out teaching. Also, when Maria left
teaching, the disadvantageous labor market for an ex-teacher gave
her no choice other than moving back to her hometown, where she
could start working in her father's business, while getting a sup-
plementary education.
“Anders” decision to leave teaching and start working with
housing for refugee children can also be explained by changes in
the opportunity structures of the labor market, since the number of
unaccompanied refugee children considerably increased in Sweden
during this period.
Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) conceptualize the interplay be-
tween a person's frames of reference and the opportunity struc-
tures of the labor market as the horizons for action. They write that
the horizons for action limit how we see the world and how we
make choices within it. It is within the horizon that individuals
make pragmatically rational decisions. In the case of Britt, we can
see that individuals also bring different resources, which limit or
enable choices. Her grades were simply not good enough for
acceptance to psychology studies, so she makes a pragmatically
rational choice to enter teacher education. But on the other hand,
all ﬁve informants have had the resources to pursue an alternate
career.
5.4.3. … and through crucial turning points
Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) write that the central idea of
going through a turning point is that a person goes through a sig-
niﬁcant transformation of identity. This is clearly the case in
“Britt's” career trajectory. From the very ﬁrst day of her teacher
career, “Britt” e unlike “Maria” and “Lisa” e expresses the joy of
teaching and a strong identiﬁcation with the teacher role. The
incident with the parent however constitutes a dramatic trans-
formation of how “Britt” perceives herself as a teacher. “I ﬁnally lost
everything and became a bad teacher.” The turning point illustrates
the vulnerability related to teaching (Kelchtermans, 1996) and its
consequences for the individual teacher. For “Britt”, the experience
of the provocative parent becomes traumatic, as she gets a stress
reaction and goes on sick leave. And the memory of it remains.
When she, ten years later, tries to return to teaching as a substitute,
she can still experience discomfort about ending up in similar
exposed situations. The incident with the parent has made a too
deep impression to be able for her to return to teaching. Even
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it tough to talk about.
A turning point does not always have to be instant and im-
mediate. In the case of Lisa, her mother's death, which took place
some years before “Lisa” entered teacher education, contributes
to a turning point, or a “biographical discontinuity” (Hodkinson &
Sparkes, 1997, p. 39) that was latent and drawn-out over time.
It was not until the last interview, 19 years after her decision
to quit teaching, that she had become aware of the deep con-
nections between her mother's death and her decision to leave
teaching.6. Conclusion and discussion - can you rekindle faded stars?
The ﬁve teachers in the study were all, according to their former
teacher at teacher education, perceived as potential “stars”. They all
seemed to have the necessary qualities to become highly skilled
teachers. Consequently, one can state that schools and pupils would
have beneﬁtted if these teachers had remained in the profession.
But what could have made them stay? Would it be possible and
reasonable for them to return? Looking back at their career stories
and taking them into consideration can provide some answers to
these questions.
The data analysis makes us agree with Schaefer et al. (2012),
claiming that the process of teacher attrition begins long before
teachers leave the profession. Career decisions are made within the
opportunity and constraints of history. They cannot be separated
from the personal biography of individuals. For some teachers, as
illustrated by the case of Maria, this historical notion of who they
perceive themselves to be, seems to be relatively coherent across
contexts. If such relatively ﬁrm image of oneself as a particular kind
of person is out of tune with the apprehended collective profes-
sional identity, it appears to neutralize the contextual inﬂuences of
the workplace, and consequently counteract a reconstruction of the
professional identity. That is especially the case when people's
frames of references are explorative (cf. Rinke, 2013), i.e. not
limiting the spectra of alternative careers that may be available. The
interplay between explorative frames of references and favorable
opportunity structures seems to be decisive for all our informants
in their decisions to actually leave teaching.
The fact that some individuals choose to leave teaching rather
than staying and reconstructing their beliefs about themselves as
teachers gives reason to balance research ﬁndings claiming
strong correlations between teachers' self-understanding and
workplace contexts in schools, emphasizing the mediating effect
of the context (Flores & Day, 2006). Even though identity can be
seen as a relational phenomenon, constantly shifting and in the
process of becoming, it seems like individuals with broader
frames of references and a strong “core identity” (Rodgers &
Scott, 2008, p. 738) not attuned to the workplace context or to
the collective identity of the profession, are more likely to leave
the profession.
Some research ﬁndings draw attention to the value of mentoring
or collegial support systems as positive contributors to the process
of identity-making for new teachers (Hong, 2012). The analysis of
our data gives ambiguous support to such statements (cf. Long
et al., 2012; Waterman & He, 2011). On one hand, in the case of
“Maria”, we can see that she had received a signiﬁcant amount of
help and mentoring from her more experienced teacher colleague.
Nevertheless, it did not help her reconstruct a teacher identity
more in line with the teacher role. On the other hand, there is
reason to believe that “Britt” and “Anders”, had they gotten support
from their school managements and colleagues, would still remain
in the teaching occupation. “Britt's” story about leaving teachingclearly indicates that an unsupportive organizational structure
contributed to her resignation.
We deﬁnitely agree that it is necessary for teaching to be more
competitive in terms of the conditions it offers its practicians. We
also agree upon the wish for more research to be carried out to
learn more about how to keep teachers in the profession (e.g.
Roness, 2011). It is worth noting that 60% of the individuals in the
cohort, who have left teaching, write in the 2013 survey, 20 years
after graduation, that they would consider returning. When asked
what it would take to make them return, working conditions such
as pay, status, manageable assignments and less accountability
pressure, are mentioned as crucial aspects. But that is also true for
our ﬁve “stars”. In their survey answers they also claim that
improved working conditions would positively affect their will to
return. But looking at their stories over time provides a somewhat
different conclusion. Depending on howwe set the focus, the image
changes. Hence, we need longitudinal studies where alternative
and more nuanced understandings of teacher attrition can emerge.
The results of the present study can be seen as an indication of a
more mixed-up picture, complementary to results drawn from
databases or large surveys, at a one-shot basis and/or solely drawn
from retrospective data. What we see is that there are no quick
ﬁxes, that “leavers” are a heterogeneous group, that attrition can be
characterized as processes over time as well as singular events, that
working conditions are perhaps not the only explanation and that
some attrition is inevitable. The ﬁndings also indicate that the odds
seem to be low for all leavers to return to school. Individuals who
quit teaching because of traumatic turning points, or for the reason
of not being able to develop a personal teacher identity that sits
comfortably with their own sense of self, in combination with op-
portunity structures that enable them alternative careers (see also
Beaudin, 2008), are probably not tempted to return to a teaching
position. They seem hard to rekindle. But are our stars really
“faded”?
All ﬁve claim that they e in some sense e are still “teachers”.
So you are still, in a way, a teacher?
Yes! Really. That's what I'm passionate about. (Lisa, interview,
2014).
But returning to school does not seem to be a realistic option
under present circumstances. When asked in the 2014 interview
what it would take to make them return they certainly can imagine
it, but the “necessary requirements” for attracting them back to
teaching seem hard to attain. Maria, for example, would like her
colleagues to be “a little more fun” and Britt says, “If I only had a
small, small group with some of the rowdy students …”.
Even though these ex-teachers have left teaching and probably
will not return, unless their horizons of actions are altered, they are
still strongly committed to schools, children's learning and educa-
tion (cf. Anderson & Olsen, 2006, 2007; Hammerness, 2008; Peske,
Liu, Johnson, Kauffman, & Kardos, 2001). Even if they are no longer
in formal teaching positions, they still bring their professional
expertise into society at large. This causes us to point to the po-
tential value for this group of “highly engaged switchers” (Watt &
Richardson, 2008) of contributing to the learning and develop-
ment of people in their communities and in society at large.Acknowledgment
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